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This paj)er desorib^s a. freshman composition course 



that is taught through the use of sports literature • The^, first part 



Of the papeff considers the merits pi a literature-base4 composition^ 
course, the va^ue of, a t'opic*x>rient€d approach to writing, and the 
benefits of reading -and writing, about sportsJ The. second s^ction^ 
discusses sequential ccxorse units, in which students participate in 
the following activities: general discussion and j^ee writing on the 
subject of sportsj reading ^samples of. sports writing and writing 
personal narratives and pieces of sports reporting; studying and 
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, After reading David Hamittbn's recent aVticle "Writihg* Coach"-^( CCC , May 1977), 

^ confess that as a composition teacher I have also fancied mys.elf as a writing 

coach. Perhaps,, this explains the influence of sport on the content and struc- ^ 

^ ' ture of my composition course:'* the game— rteaohing freshman com-DOsition; the arena 

— ;a college classroom; the coach — a ^ concerned English teacher; the players — several. 

^ unconcerned students; . the referees — departsjent colleagy.es; the equipment" — assorted- 

Qomposition materials and a collection of sports literature. I use the term llter-=* 

atUre' in its'broadest sense,* referring not only to imst^inative \?<lrkslDut also news- * 

. paper articles and essays that harye appeaVed. i"^ magazines and Journals such as _ 
* * ' ' * 

Esouire, Psychology Today , Sports Illustrated ^ and Chicago Reviev / - 

I make no lofty claims to the course's effectiveness in curing students' 

writing problems. These problems will not Iniraculously disappear without con-^ 

i « siderable hard work on the part of the teacher and students,^ I do believe, how- 

ever, ttiat this ccfurse serves as one more aid in solving basic teaching problems eh-- 
feu 

countered in the composition class: motivating students to -Irearn, . est abl joshing 



student-t student and student-xeacher interaction, and above. all helping students to 
read, think^^^peak, an4 wri^te. . . . rr . <^ * 



'J 
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The Ground Rules :^ Befo;"e u^ing sports literature in the composition olass, 
the teacher shovild consider three important issues:, the merits of a literature- 

< v.. % f . ' . . . \ 



based composition (bourse; the vll^iie of a topic-orient e4 . approach to writing; and - 



^^ the benefits ojf reading- 6,nd writing about st)ort. With the "Renewed c|lL1s for a 



. 2:-. , 1 



back-to-basics mode of teaching composition, controversy over the^first issue is patr^ 
ticularly heated. .Traditionally, opponents of using literature claim tliis method is 
a "bop-out"; teachers "^ignore the basic task of teaching vriting and engage in their 
specialty, teaching literature. -Advocates cite the efficacy of using, literature to 

provide rhetorical models and topics of^terest.^ I, of course, support this lat- 

' ' ' * / % • 

ter view. I strongly believe that literature should be an Important part of a'com- 

position course. The use of literatiire must* not, hove vez^ become an end in ^.tself 

i ^ • . 

but^ather-*a means of broadening students' experiences, giving then something >to say 
providing writing models, and improving writing- skills , Compositym teachers fre- 
'quently complain that their stud^pts have "little inter'est in what they aire saying 
.and worst of all have almost nothing to say," lea(3^ng one teacher to propose that 
the composition course be delayed until a student's junior yeap.."^ I am not sug- 
gesting that the use of literature will completely eliminate tjaese interest prob- 
lens. But a careful selection of the literature and a teacher's willingness in 
allowing students td' relate" the content to thfeir own experiences can lessen somfe 
of the content burdens and give the students more time for communicating" these ideas. 

\y response to the second ilsue — a topic-oriented approach to composition, 
reading arid writing about sport—seems a logical extension of my stand on the first 
issue. An in-depth anklysis of a subject^ Dart icxilarly one familiar to most stu- 
dents, increases a student's confidence* in having something, to^ say and a'satisfac- 
tion in knowing the worth oTth^s contribution. In addition, th^ intensive study 
of one subject serves as an organizing principle'ljor the course,' providing contin- 
uity to the reading aijd writing assignments. As* the semester progresses, the stu- 
dents 'have a consrderSble amount of information and experience ready to be used in' 
.their writing. ' ^ . * ' ' * ^ 

Finally, the i&sue of most ^Wediate cojacern is the effectiveness of "^stforts 



/Mteratxire in the, composition ^class. ^Despite the snickers^that may eminate ^om seme 
nefabert .of th^ academic comnunity, this bibdy of literature — journalism, expository . 

'essays, and* creative. vorks — does have an integrity/- in its form^ and content. lh € 

society, so preoccupied with spoi*t, & study of this institution and its'literature - * 

as-^ an aid to improving writing ^skills seems appropriate for college students. Roger 

Kahn, onp'of sport's most articulate spokesmei;i, observes: 

Sport tells anyone who watches intelligently about the times 
in which we live: about managed newT and corporate politics, 
about race^and terror and what the process of aging does to X 
- ^ strong, men.. If this so^ds grim, there is courage and high 

humor, too. * - * ' , ' 

This statement suggests one way (a reflective-aDnroacli) to uSe this literature in 

composition. 5. Students analyze ^p^^. as a mirror of society, a meails of understand- 

ing so'ci^ety's values and workings. In addition, students study the various stylistic 

elements^ illustrated in thi,^ literatures, fqr example the over-wrijing syndrome of 

^sports writing, the techniques of n^ration and description in New Jou^rnalism, or\ ' 
the stra^tegies of uersuasion- in an a;rticle on excessive violeik^e an* sx^frt . l4ost im-*- 
poi'tant, through a projective aDnroach studeni^s use .the/faaterials tfc> halt) them not . 
only understand the athlete but also themselves. T'That does it meart to be .an indi- 

^vidual in todafy^s world? To aid studehts in confront ing"' this questib.n, some of the , 
^♦erfLttire deals with such univers^ themes aS a s^pch-for identity, the n^turation 



•process, innocence versus experience, and dreams versus reality.? Drented, these ^ 

f - - , . ' * J A 

themes are Present in much of literature, but placed within the fainiliar context 

of sports, they become readily defined and understooti through th^ students' SDorts 

. . * \ ' )' ' ^ " * 

experiences* ^\Vs, students u^e this body of finformation with icbn^ideiice ag they 

\ • ■ ^ ^ J ' • • 

write^bouf their life or discuss a th^e in "a particular work. One resijlt, the 

writing is frequently as lively as the class discussions'] 



!!?Ei; GAME' 



With "t^ise preliminaries out of 'the way, lii^' s look more closely at the actual 
gane* At Wabash the English Department offers a* *d'he-senester composition course-. 
for freshmen* Therefoi^e, I've tried to compress the material from a typical two- ' 
semester .composition sequence (IQI and 102) into ^ one-semester offering* I've 
structured , the* course so .that it coTilct easily be used in other situations: <ln its 
entirety as a 102 course or 'in sections as part of either 101 or 102. 

■ . • - - : ^ - 

' Warm-UT> ' ' » . 

*■ — t ^ 

- . General- discussion and frefe writing occupy the first week of class* The stti- 

dents 6.nd I get to. know e^ch other as we tailk about our views on and exDeriences 

with sport. The latter range flrom aetive participation to very limited encoimters; 

the former include enjoyment, dj^staste, and' suspicion. During this week students 

do. free writing'^ with a focus on sport.* I look Tor Macrbrie's' "telling facts" and 

"fatlilous realitie's," which the students might use in some of the later writing 

assignments. 

* . / Vt - , » » ' ^ ^ i 

^ ' ' ^ \ - " 

i\ \ 
Sport in Mei^ia . • . 'c^ , ' " 



In the first unit-. Sport in Jfedia weeks), reading assignments include 

* . » 

samples of" sports writing, ^e purpqse i^. to^use thes^ examples o{ traditional and 

* ' ^ »k * . ^ • ' 

new Journalism to 'deteriJlne the extent to Which attitudes toward sports are shaped 

by the rhetoric of sp^irtS writing and by the particular orientation of the Sports 

fhriter. Our writing interests comprise observation, audience analysis, tone, .organi- 
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ization, paragraphing, sentence structure, and word choice.' Practice*- in the basic 
rheiioncal forms centers on narrative and description- In addition to* articles 
gathered from loc^ tfewspaperp, reading selections "include Randall Po^'s "The 
, Writing of ''Sports" ( Esquire , October ^97^+) , Grantland >^Rice ' s fa^us report of the 
192^; Notre Dane-Aray football game: *"Cutlined against a.^hlue-gray October sky, 
the Four Eor semen rode again...." ^( N.Y. Herald Tribune , Oct. 19',, 1921;); aiid P^t 
Jordan's "Designing Woman," an. article about a female volleyball Dlay^r ( Sports 
Ulustrated ^ August h, 19751. We anjaLyze the sunshine philosophy;^ sparts jargon, 
and pver-vritmg pf^'traditional spoiit's writer, such as Rice, ana the critical at- 

titude, lively style,, narratiye Snd i descriptive techniques of new journalists, such 

— - 4^ / 

' , 5 / \ ^ - 

as Jordan*. ^ ••%-'' ^ ^'^ ^ ^ ^ 

During this' unit I ask the^st,udents to write one or two tersOnal narratives 

. ■ . 'V-; T ■ ^ 

about th?ir. sports experiences. At the end of the unit I ask them to prepare. a piece 

* ' ^ ^ , ' i * 

of sports writing, an account of a game or an interview with a sports figure. ' The 
' report/feiy be^oased a» a red3|or, iznagipary event. Frequently,* the students respond 

'with perceptive and humorous l^arodies of sports-writing styles and content: 

^ ^ /->*^ ^ ^ « ( ^' * . 

Last^ night in the i^ittle Giant gym, the well-HDiled Caveman maahine 

. snatched victory Troil the jaws of defeat as Wabash squeaked ^ut a* \-' 

101 to 9'9 victory, ' * , 'A , ' 

m this unit, as is true izx-the other ^vo, we ^spend, considerable time^with, graia- 

mar, the writing proce'ss (pre-Hpiting, writing, editing), and sm^l -group ^alua- 

tions of writing ssunple's. Th$re is no pressure to comnlete a certain number^.of read- 

ing assignme^nts or* to finish t|L^^^unit within the prescribed , time period. Thelpace 

is geaored to the abilities of thfe class. ^ ^ ^ \ 



StKDrt in Society v 



The iiert unit. Sport in Sodie1>y (U-.5 weeks}, contains Wteri&ls pertaini 



ng 



t - 



to the interrelations between sijortl as a cultural and tfumaiT event* ati^ particular 
social issues such, as race? politics hero worship, and violence. The central 
idea islthat sport reflects and affects sqciety, ' We discuss the writing concerns \ 
of the fir^t unit anji the use of the thesis stgiteinent , intr deduction, and conclu- 
sion. The study of essay mo^es focuses on exposition and argtoient, with several of 
the reading selections serving as rhetorical mociels. ^ 

Reading assignments include essays from Sports Illustrated ("A Man Who Kardly • 
Left a iVrljr'^^une 10, 197^ ) ^ ^ Esychologpr T^day ("Sporb Is A W^st^n Yoga"— October * 
1975) J Esquire" ("Where Have All Our Heroes Gone?" — October 197**), and Rolling Stone 
("King of the (bona: Evil Knievel "—November 7, 197^). The^ articles deal with 

various subjects: reasons for sports participation, STX)rt as big b^isihess, the 

i ^ ' * 

^sport.s^aero and anti-hero', and the woman's role in STX)rt. ' ' " . ^ 

For the writing assignments, I ask trie, students to use "specific information, 
from the readings and discussions, supplemented with personal opinions and experi- 
eace, to write two themes based onja variety of subjects: the. definition of an 
athlete, the definitior;^of -sport , tjie role of the' spores hero irJ America,* violent 
sport and violent America, and women ^in sports. ^ - ' ' ' • ' 

This particular unit evokes spirited ^discussions about' sport , along with 
controversies and. surprises • Many of the students have never thought to critically - 
^analyze ,the institution of sport or to evaluate, t he'd. r relationships with it/.. 

Sport i n Literature • ♦ . r . 

■ ■ ' " — ■ ^ — • . I . 

w ' • , " ' * ' 

Students approach the final unit. Sport in» Literature (5-6 weeksT, with un- 

/ ^easiness. They never know what to expect, although they are impatient to use the . 

novel purchased at* the beginning of the semester.* Depending upon , the time limi- 

" tatipns, I try to cover one book. ( fiction of nonfiction); a short story, and a 



/ 



poesi—Eore if time permits. The specific vriting_obJe€tive^ is using the reading 
and writing skills developed in the previous units prepare' two short critical 
essays based on the reading selecti6ns^ I don't ask the students to do a research 

• paper, but this certainly could be, included . 

Each of the literature selections exemplifies in a dramatic and creative way 

issues arid themes treated in the previous vorks or universal themes having a nar- 

ik , ^ * 

^ticular significance vithiri the wrld Qf §port. The students quickly 'discover that 

, »^ ' * 

this literature is- DOt Just about sport l^^at' is also aboul: life. For example, Roger 
Kahn in his nonfi'ction book The Boys of Sujisner presents an account of the playing * 
exproits or the '52 and '53 Brooklyn Dodgers and their lives eighteen years later. 
We dis6us& the obvious issues of. race, sport as .big business, and the ath^te as 
hero, but ve soon move into universal thdmes o? death, fathers and sons, the search 
for identity, a^d the maturation process* John Updike" s Rabbit, Hun explores the-, 
adjustment problems confronting an ex-nigh school basketball star but also deals^ 

' vith larger issues of man's quest for meaningful experience and tlie demands of' self 
versus the demands of society. -Other selections. successfully used are Bernard MpI a 
mud's The Natural , Don^DeLillo's End^ Zone , Alan Sillitoe's "The Londbiness of the* 
Long-Distance' Runner," Ernest "%minfevay' s "Bag- iVo Hearted River," Ring Lar.dner's 

' "The Champion," Updike's poem "Ilx-Basketball Player," and Gary ^ Gilcin^ ' s poem 
"First Practice." . ' ^ 

IJiis'unit not, only provides the students with more iufdrmation about *spo2^ts 
and gives th^ wadtice^ in using a practical essay mode,' but it introduces them. 
In some cases for the first' time, to^^excellent -works of lit^^xre. • - [ * * 

* ¥rap*-Ut) ^ ,i ' V 

In preparation for the final week^df class, I ask the 'students to prepare a 
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This has 
f lihe 



Short vritfing dssigriinent of /their choice, which they read to the class. 

/•• ■ / ■ /' ■ ' - . ■ . . ' 

resulted /in students doing .personal narratjLves* about sport-s, critiques 6t t 
class, ajctacKS on sgorts, res^obnse's to siJecific reading a'ssignments, short stories, 
poens, ind research pkper^. . This week affor'Ss tbe students an ot)t)ortunity^to as- 
sess tieir under stariiihg pf sport after a ^emestSr of intensive study; it provides 
me vitfh a ci^ance to/brin^ our senester's experiences to a satisfying close;»^and laor^ 
impomant / itf alloys all of us the^^time to p.gsess- •writin#'skills developed and not 
developed during ^me semester*. • ' ' ^ 



btedly, this course may cause 'some initial iDroblems for -students not in- ' 
jrolyed j,n sports.. However,, after reading ^a ^^^of the informative arid controversial 
essays/ they; frequently* want to learn more about sporjT^^ese students, particrularly 
hose /withot^t sports -experience, also approach this subject from a critical suld skeT>- 

■/'"'' 

poin1/ of View, 



tic 



making them feel important in class discussions^ and forcing other 



membjfers of the class to analyze the topic more cairefully, Sevej'al of . these non-in- 
tef^st stjidents find that the reading assigi|menj>^ can le^id them into other areas of 
Lntierest/ 



/ 
/ 



reral co2J.eagues have asked why I. feel this course Is an e;ffective ^Dproach 
Lng composition. My answer /is quite simple. A recent textbook , advertise- 
ment cjbntained the following sales pitch: "These texts excite your students, 'and 



teat 



/'when they're edited, you're a more creative teacher." I feel the same -Way about 
this /course. For th§ most part, the stxfdents and I are excited about the material'; 



vaen ve 



st\i(ien^'fe are also better writei^. 



are^ excited, not only^am I a md're <ireative and^ effective teacher y but the 



■V • 
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This'artic^e is baaed, on a* palSer' delivered at. the 1977 CCOC:Conventioa.^ I am 
to Professor Wi] 
usi/ng shorts literature. 



indebt^ to Professor William J. Palner of Purdue Univejjsity Vor his 'suggestions pn 



S*e *J9hn Jo^^ensterrTaker ' s "Literatvire in the Com^sition ciass, CCC , 28- 
(Feljruary 1977), 3M7;' • . . * ' • ^ . ^ ' 

* • , • • ' ^ * . « ^ 

■^John L.:^imey, "Freshman Composition^ in the Junior I§ar, CCC , . 26 (December 



1975),^3U7-J^; 
A 



.)•■ 



Quot-ed by Randall Poe in "The Writing of Sprts," Egouiye , October 197^, 



p. 378*: 



?For a discussion of this reflective-prajective approach, see Lee Loevinger *S ' 
. "The Ambiguous terror: ThQ Reflect Iv^ProJective Theory of Broadcasting and Mass 
Comunications," in !fess Media; Forces In Our Society ^? eds > Francis and Ludmi la 
Voellcer (Nex/ York: Harcourt^ Brace Jdvatiovich; Inc 19jr5).v PP*' 385-1*01. 



"Ken Macroiyie, Telliit°; Writing (Ro°chelle Park, N./JL^:, Haydn» 19T0), pp.' 32-ltU, 



n 



'An Anthology that might be used for this unit is: ^Tolin^^ Talamini and-Cha^les 
H. P.ge, eds.. aort asa So=iear Aaths^offi-fBostcm: ,.Littlj|V„™ a^' 



10 • 



IQ 



3, 



'Two anthologies might "be consulted for this particular ^izt and the other 



' tvo^: Henry' B\ Chapin^ ed,, Sport'g in Literature (ilev York: David J^Kajf, 1976); 
R6ber1> L/Higgfe and Neil D. Isaacs, eds.. The Sporting Spirit: Athletes iti' Litera- 
ture and Life (New York,. Har court Brac>e Jovanovich, 19TT). See alsq Louis Kanpf's* 



'^';''''A-^Course on Specta,l3f8r Sports," CE, 38 '(Apri3^19TT) , 835-^2. * 
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